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The Romans developed the Angora, whose long and luxurious fur can be spun into yarn.


RABBITS ARE SUPER PETS. ASK ANY BUNNY OWNER. Rabbits are cuddly, quiet, full of personality, affordable, fairly small, and they get along well with other pets. And they’re really cute and really soft. These are all good reasons why domestic rabbits are popular companion animals—and probably why you just acquired (or are considering acquiring) a rabbit.


Rabbits haven’t always enjoyed a super-pet status, though. Only since the last quarter of the twentieth century have rabbits been considered popular pets. That may seem strange, considering how common it is today to own a pet rabbit. It’s not unusual to know someone who has a rabbit, to see rabbits for sale in a pet store, or to see rabbit supplies advertised in the newspaper. Rabbit publications are easy to find at the library, and information about rabbits is available on the Internet. It’s even common for schools to have a classroom bunny.


But long ago and far away, the domesticated rabbit’s ancestors were wild creatures. Rabbits experienced none of the benefits or problems associated with domesticity. At several points in history, rabbits were kept, bred, coaxed, befriended, and tamed. Countless generations later, we have a fabulous house pet.


Their long ears, wiggly nose, soft coat, humorous antics, and ability to hop-hop-hop have captivated and endeared us. It doesn’t matter whether rabbits are placed in a work of literature or a drawing, or admired in the wild or as house pets. We can’t help but love and exclaim over them.
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Rabbits often are portrayed as heartwarming, playful characters in children’s stories.


Children’s author and animal lover Beatrix Potter intuitively knew the rabbit’s appeal and chose Peter Rabbit to star in her stories. The Tale of Peter Rabbit, originally based on a letter Potter wrote in 1893 to the young son of her former governess, was an instant success. And it still is successful today. Readers young and old continue to enjoy the antics of Peter Rabbit—along with other bunny tales written by Potter such as The Tale of Benjamin Bunny and The Tale of the Flopsy Bunnies. Exactly what is it about these stories that makes them so popular? Undoubtedly they’re exiting, well written with colorful illustrations (drawn by Potter), and fun. They also have happy endings. Most likely, though, the tales owe their popularity to Potter’s primary choice of animal character: the rabbit.


Children’s classics aside, the domestic rabbit has been a close companion of humankind for many generations in a variety of ways, some not so pleasing to lovers of companion animals. Traditionally viewed as a source of food and fur, and used as a lab animal, the rabbit has most recently—in the last twenty years—achieved the status it really deserves: special companion and house pet. Today’s domestic rabbit is almost as popular as the cat and dog. Nutrition, care, and training information is readily available, as are products and foods specially made for rabbits. No longer just an Easter pet, the rabbit enjoys all the benefits (and sometimes heartbreaks) of popular companion animals.


Wild Beginnings


Today’s domestic rabbit, in spite of breed differences (color, size, shape, and fur), can be traced back to one wild species: the European wild rabbit, or Oryctolagus cuniculus. Although there are about twenty-five species of wild rabbits throughout the world, only Oryctolagus cuniculus has been domesticated. Rabbits, along with their wild cousins, hares and pikas, are members of the Lagomorpha order of mammals. Rabbits were once classified as rodents, but rabbits, hares, and pikas are not rodents (order Rodentia) even though they share a few characteristics such as evergrowing teeth. Unlike rodents, rabbits have two sets of upper front teeth.




Did you know?







THE WORD LAGOMORPHA is derived from the Greek words lagos, which means hare, and morphe, which means form or shape.
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All domesticated rabbit breeds are descendants of the European wild rabbit.
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A rabbit’s teeth grow continuously.


Historians speculate that early civilizations recognized rabbits as a potential food source and hunted rabbits for meat. As to the rabbit’s origin, several sources point to southwestern Europe, in Spain, where caves contain pictures of rabbits dating from the Stone Age. Fossil remains show that rabbits lived in this area for thousands of years. Although controversial among historians, it is believed that rabbits in Europe and Africa were used for meat and fur around 600 B.C., but there isn’t much recorded history prior to the Roman civilization.


The seafaring Phoenicians of the ancient world (1100 B.C.) also recognized rabbits as a valuable meat source and traded them throughout the known world. In fact, one of the first written accounts about rabbits is attributed to the Phoenicians. Ten centuries later (100 B.C.), rabbits were introduced to Italy, as recorded by the Roman scholar Varro. Again, rabbits were considered a valuable food source and were kept in enclosures. These semidomesticated animals were most likely imported throughout the Roman Empire, and the rabbit achieved a notable status: rabbit images were imprinted on Roman coins issued during the reign of Emperor Hadrian (sources vary, but approximately 120 A.D.). And some historians note that Romans developed a longhair rabbit at this time—the Angora—with long, fine hair perfect for spinning into yarn.


Rabbits were introduced to the British Isles around 1066, following the Norman Conquest. Following that, the mention of rabbits can be found in writings from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, mostly as food sources to the wealthy who kept the semidomesticated animals in enclosures.


Rabbits took a leap toward true domesticity during the Middle Ages. Kept by French monks, rabbits were considered a food source for monks and for visitors to the monasteries. Rabbits were also prized for their fur. They were kept in hutches and bred for a variety of colors. Through selective breeding—and within the protective walls of the monastery—the monks produced color varieties not found in the wild.


Selective breeding continued to grow during the next few centuries, with new varieties of rabbits with differing colors and sizes being developed. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, there were seven distinct breeds. A century later, the number of breeds increased to twelve. Paintings from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries depict rabbits we now know as Netherland dwarfs and Polish. But rabbit enthusiasts can thank breeders from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries for the incredible variety of rabbits available today. It seems that during this period of industrial revolution, breeding stock, whether it was horses, dogs, or rabbits, became a highly competitive hobby. The idea of breeding rabbits solely for meat was out. Breeding to improve, add, change, or astonish was in. The rabbit fancy, including breed standards, breed clubs, national organizations, shows, and good breeding practices, was born. The first true domestic breed was the English lop, characterized by large, floppy ears.


[image: image]


The fur color of wild rabbits is called agouti.


One of the first rabbit clubs to form in Great Britain was the Metropolitan Rabbit Club, which began attracting fanciers in 1845. The British Rabbit Council started up in 1934 and still exists today. In the United States, The American Rabbit Breeders Association (ARBA) was formed in 1910; it still exists. Both organizations oversee many aspects of the rabbit fancy, including showing, public education, commercial use, standards, and registration.


The once wild, then semiwild, rabbit is now fully domesticated, living intimately with people. But though the domestic rabbit shares his life with the human species, he is still a rabbit, complete with the natural behaviors and unique physiology found in wild rabbits.
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Only domesticated rabbits, such as the lop, have ears that droop down rather than stand up.




Did you know?







THE YEARS 1898–1901 are known among rabbit enthusiasts as the “Great Belgian Hare Era” because of the great popularity of the breed.
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As prey animals, rabbits use their senses of sight and hearing to always be on alert for danger.


The rabbit is muscular and compact with powerful hind legs. He is a sensitive creature, with a sharp sense of hearing and smell. He can turn each ear independently to pinpoint the faintest sound, and his nose has one hundred million scent cells. His eyes, which give him great peripheral vision, are large and endearing. Rabbits see best in low light conditions, not in bright sunlight, which is a good thing since rabbits are most active at dawn and dusk.


The rabbit’s ears—oh those characteristic ears—stand tall or, in some modern domestic breeds, flop. Rabbits have a dense coat of fur, naturally brown-gray in the wild, a tail that resembles a cotton ball, and furry feet. They are a fabulous creation, handsome and carefully crafted.


In the wild, the rabbit is a prey animal, which is why he needs such large hind legs: to escape. Rabbits move quickly. In open land, a wild rabbit can reach a speed of 24 miles per hour. Another way the rabbit escapes the prospect of becoming dinner is by burrowing and hiding underground; his front legs are well suited to digging.


Wild rabbits live in a community (usually eight to fifteen colony members) of safe burrows called a warren. The wild rabbit doesn’t venture too far from his underground habitat, 500 yards or so, to ensure safety and security from predators. Naturally, the rabbit is a cautious animal and is constantly on the lookout for danger.


A wild rabbit usually ventures out from his underground home at dawn and dusk and commences eating. Every day, rain or shine, rabbits eat their fill of wild grass and other edible greenery.
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The hind legs of a rabbit are powerful and allow him to quickly hop to safety should a predator appear.
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As a burrowing animal, a rabbit’s front legs are especially suited for digging.
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Both wild and domestic rabbits groom themselves constantly.


The rabbit’s reputation for the ability to multiply quickly is based on fact. With a gestation period of four weeks, litters averaging four to five for wild rabbits, and sexual maturity being reached at six months of age, it’s not long before a warren must be expanded for new members. A healthy female averages three litters a year. Pregnant females usually do not remain in the community burrow during gestation but dig a special nesting burrow nearby. This is because male rabbits are often aggressive toward the young and may even kill them.


Rabbits are good housekeepers. They keep their burrows neat and tidy by urinating and defecating in one place, usually away from the burrow. Rabbits are also meticulous groomers: they lick and scrub themselves frequently.


A habit wild rabbits carried with them into domesticity is coprophagy, ingesting their own fecal matter. However disgusting it seems to owners, the act is completely normal and healthy in pet rabbits. Rabbits produce two kinds of fecal pellets: the normal hard one, and soft ones that are usually expelled at night. The soft pellets are the result of prolonged digestion: movement between the cecum and the large intestine and back again. These pellets are rich in protein and B vitamins and add important nutrients to the rabbit’s diet. This is a normal part of digestion, and rabbit owners need not be alarmed.


To people, rabbits are extremely quiet creatures, and this is true in the respect that they’re not very vocal. Rabbits, wild or domestic, have plenty to say—in their own language. They are social creatures who communicate with each other via quiet sounds and postures. Rabbits communicate through body language or by making sounds such as purring.


Rabbits are territorial creatures with a distinct pecking order in each colony. Each family has an alpha buck (un-neutered male) and alpha doe (unspayed female), with lower ranking males and females under them. Though generally peaceful animals, rabbits will fight if the social order is disrupted, for example if unfamiliar rabbits try to invade the colony.


It has been said that domestic rabbits have changed little since their wild days, in spite of generations of breeding and in spite of the unnatural circumstances in which pet rabbits live today. Domestic rabbits have retained much of their original wild character—physiology, behavior, temperament—which is probably why we find them such fascinating animals. No longer considered primarily a food or fur source, the rabbit is a beloved pet. As such, the rabbit deserves the best care we can offer.
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Rabbits are playful.
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Can you handle the responsibility of caring for rabbits?


RABBITS ARE FRIENDLY COMPANIONS AND INTERESTING animals. Rabbit enthusiasts say there’s no better pet. But in spite of the rabbit’s positive characteristics—cute, fun, friendly, easy to keep—a rabbit isn’t the pet for everyone. This has nothing to do with the rabbit, of course, and everything to do with the potential or new rabbit owner—you.


So how do you know if a rabbit is the best choice of pet for you and your family? Let’s take a look at the unique friendships that exist between pets and people. A special relationship called the human-animal bond exists between people and companion animals. Rabbits, dogs, cats, birds, and other small mammals often become best friends to their human keepers, giving love and companionship unconditionally. The devotion is reciprocated, and most pet owners will do anything for their pets. Pets are considered family members with many domestic rights and privileges. They are enjoyed when present, worried about when ill, and grieved over when deceased.
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